At the outset, the author asserts that in June 1866, Americans invaded Canada. Such a declaration, given the title and subject matter, should immediately raise a question for most students of the Fenian Brotherhood, considering that group's origins and modus operandi. One might be prompted to retort the Fenians were, at least technically, Americans since the vast majority were naturalized American citizens of Irish descent, or the American-born offspring of Irish immigrants. But the technicalities that we understand today regarding naturalized citizens were not shored up during the Fenian Brotherhood's time. In fact, the British government refused to recognize Irish naturalization to the United States and the Fenian incident created an international furore in Anglo-American relations over that very question. Additionally, when one critically engages the social and cultural history of Irish migration to America at this specific period, the question of their Americanness was one that was clearly up for debate, given the anti-Irish conditions of the era. To cut to the point, the Fenian Brotherhood were at best Irish-Americans, more accurately trans-or dual-nationals, and their identity was very much influenced by their Irishness more so than by their American residency. Nonetheless, Lawrence Cline is on point when he introduces the reader to the fact that the Fenian incident on the Canadian-American border signalled a potentially major crisis, and it deserves more attention than it has been commonly given. As such, Cline offers an apt, general outline of some of the major occurrences leading up to, and during, the 1866 Fenian Brotherhood's invasion of British territory in North America.
The proceeding chapters are concise and as such they are by-and-large a loose sketch of this often forgotten, or perhaps overlooked, event in the history of Irish America. Why forgotten or overlooked is something that Cline does not engage. Perhaps that is reflective of the author's interest in the strategies involved, as they were carried out by both the Fenians, and in turn by those within Canada who came to try repel the invaders. It is here that perhaps Cline's insights are strongest and will pique the interests of military historians in particular.
Cline begins his exploration of the US Fenian Brotherhood in New
York, which is apt considering the group's founding in Manhattan alongside the huge numbers of Irish migrants and their first-generation descendants, not just in the city but across the state. The focus of this study is on the American aspect of the Fenians, which means the details regarding the transnational connection between the leaders in New York and the leaders of the Irish Republican Brotherhood in Ireland are brief and somewhat vague. The how and the why of the two groups working to conspire transatlantically so as to forge some condition or plan to help gain Irish independence from British rule could be fleshed out much more, in order to give a fuller context behind the Fenians very existence in America at all.
As one continues, perhaps similar to the approach of Irish historian R.V. Comerford, Cline offers some interesting analysis into the American Fenians as a social group for Irish migrants and the author offers pertinent interpretations of the Irish American scene at this period of history. Still, some questions emerge from the general insights about anti-Catholicism, for example, and how this, alongside class issues, was an important component that fueled Irish migrants' attraction to ethnic organizations, indeed militant-nationalist ones like the Fenians. Perceptive conclusions about the factionalism that grew within the Fenian organization, the relationship between American politics/politicans and the Irish vote, the initial Fenian attempt to make a move on Campobello Island, and the preparation for the invasion proper by one faction from within the Fenians are all touched upon, briefly. There are some gaps in research perhaps that would have allowed the author to dig deeper into all of these actions and elements. For example, criticism regarding the Fenian lack of logistical awareness does not countenance the extraordinary level of detail the planners actually had at their disposal. The fact that they did not account for the interference from the US that occurred arguably diminishes the level of Fenian organization, not to mention the importance of communications coming from the American federal authorities.
Overall, this addition contributes to a growing awareness of and interest in the 1866 Fenian Brotherhood's plans to invade Canada, which, the author is correct to underscore, was a much bigger deal than history has allowed. However, there is nothing much new added to the recent scholarship on the subject, nor anything that has not been covered in more and greater detail in the last couple of years. In large part, it seems more attention was paid to the American military and indeed the Canadian military efforts, rather than the specific features of the Fenian motivations and complexities of their actions. Since the title suggests the book might focus on the Rebels, that aspect of this study is perhaps a little incongruous. Nonetheless, this volume offers an adequate and welcome primer to the story of the Fenians'
